HO                         OLD    GODS    FALLING

in slides." Greedily he eyed "the plays themselves, those budgets
of romance", which "lay tumbled one upon another"; Sixteen-
String Jack " troubled me awake and haunted my slumbers", and
he hungered to possess The Wreck Ashore and The Floating Beacon.
Occasionally his delicate mother relieved Gummy of her charge
for an hour, and fondly recorded in a notebook the sayings and
doings of her oddly precocious boy.

His delicate health much interrupted his schooling. At six
he started at a small school near his home, to which he was
doubtless daily escorted by Gummy; then he attended a prepara-
tory school, from which, when he was not absent through illness,
he made a practice of playing truant. At eleven, he went to the
Academy for eighteen months of unprofitable misery; he was
lazy at lessons, played no games, recoiled from fisticuffs and horse-
play, and received the derisive label of a "softie". The only mark
he left was his editing of a school magazine. In Memories and
Portraits he wrote:

"All through my boyhood and youth, I was known and
pointed out for the pattern of an idler; and yet I was always
busy on my own private end, which was to learn to write. I
kept always two books in my pocket, one to read, one to write
in. As I walked, my mind was busy fitting what I saw with
appropriate words; when I sat by the roadside, I would either
read, or a pencil and a penny version-book would be in my hand,
to note down the features of the scene or commemorate some
halting stanzas. Thus I lived with words. And what I thus
wrote was for no ulterior use, it was written consciously for
practice. It was not so much that I wished to be an author
(though I wished that too) as that I had vowed that I would
learn to write."

Whatever impressed him that he read, he felt he "must sit
down at once and set myself to ape that quality," and from
"bungling adaptions from Mayne Reid," he progressed to playing
"the sedulous ape" to Hazlitt, Lamb, Wordsworth, Defoe, and
many others, till he wrote an epic called Cain in imitation of
Browning's Bordello, tragedies after Swinburne and Webster, and
at the age of thirteen "tried to do justice to the inhabitants of
the famous city of Peebles in the style of the Book of Snobs?